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Abstract 
Little is known about how bouncer-patron interactions may influence a bouncer’s use of 
physical aggression. To address this gap, we offer a micro-interactional analysis 
examining real-life aggressive bouncer behavior captured by venue surveillance 
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cameras. Quantitative results show that bouncer physical aggression is associated with 
interactions where bouncers are directly involved as a conflict party, compared to 
situations where they solely intervene as a third-party. Further, a qualitative analysis of 
emotional cues identifies anger as a plausible mechanism underpinning bouncer 
aggression. We consider the implications of these findings for night-time economy 
violence prevention strategies and discuss the relevance of video data for barroom 
research. 
Keywords: bouncers; aggression; violence; micro-interaction; CCTV; video-
based observation; night-time economy 
 
Introduction 
Night-time economy drinking zones provide spaces for lively social 
interaction, areas for recreational entertainment, as well as economic benefits for local 
businesses and the government (Pooley, Hadfield, and Houghton 2017). These zones, 
however, are also hot spots of violent crime (Hadfield, Lister, and Traynor 2009) 
facilitated by the wide accesibility of alcohol, the crowding of people, and a culture 
endorsing aggression (Graham and Wells 2003; Rossow and Norström 2011; Townsley 
and Grimshaw 2013).  
Despite the increased use of targeted policing strategies, it has proved 
difficult to stem violent crime in the night-time economy (Braga, Papachristos and 
Hureau 2014). This may be explained, in part, by the wide discrepancy between the 
large and growing number of individuals who venture into the night-time economy and 
the relatively small number of police officers available in this setting (Levine et al. 
2012). For example, Hobbs et al. (2005) report that within the city of Manchester, UK, 
more than 100,000 people frequent the night-time economy each weekend, with only 
approximately 40 police officers available to police these numbers. Given this, much of 
the policing is handled by commercial security firms; in the case of Manchester, 
approximately 1,000 bouncers overseeing bars and clubs. This skewed division of labor 
between the police and bouncers raises an institutional question of whether the state, de 
facto, is upholding the “monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force” (Weber 
1978:54) in the night-time economy (see Ellickson 1994), as well as the practical 
question of how the bouncers manage their coercive actions.  
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Such questions call for research on the role of bouncers in the night-time 
economy. A line of studies has identified bouncers as a situational predictor of 
aggression in bars (Roberts 2009), alongside environmental features such as high levels 
of intoxication (Homel, Tomsen, and Thommeny 1992), loud music (Hughes et al. 
2011), and the cleanliness of the venue (Graham et al. 2006a). A correlation between 
bouncer presence and barroom violence, however, is unable to establish causal claims—
that is, are the bouncers hired because of the presence of aggression, or is it the presence 
of the bouncers that stimulates the aggression?  
An alternative line of research has extended investigations beyond 
environmental risk factors towards assessments of bouncer aggression as enactments of 
social identities and cultural practices (Roberts 2009). Several ethnographic studies thus 
ascribe bouncer aggression to hyper-masculine identities and working-class culture 
(DeMichele and Tewksbury 2004; Hobbs et al. 2002, Monaghan 2002; Winlow et al. 
2001). In addition to this, studies suggest that such aggressive behavior is a cultural-
economic feature of the bouncer profession: To work as a bouncer is inherently 
aggressive because conflict negotiation and the potential use of physical force are the 
services for which bouncers are employed (Hobbs et al. 2002; Lister 2002; Tutenges et 
al. 2015).  
One aspect that has received little attention in the literature is the actual 
behavior of bouncers and the face-to-face interaction processes that may shape their use 
of aggression and violence. Graham and colleagues (2005:756) highlight that “very 
little research focuses explicitly on the behavior of bar staff and how their behavior 
escalates or deescalates barroom aggression.” As such, they call for more systematic 
research into interactional violent processes, with the prospect of developing a general 
typology of barroom aggression (Graham and Wells 2001). This call for research 
reflects a broader limitation of the scientific study of violent behavior, namely that the 
social sciences “have hardly begun to understand violence itself. That is, we have 
largely ignored the intrinsic aspects of violent processes” (Schinkel 2004:6). 
Specifically, while the literature widely attributes violence to individual-level properties 
(e.g., low self-control; Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990), it is important to recognize that 
even the most violently predisposed individuals only act aggressively in very specific 
situations (Collins 2008). 
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In one of the few observational studies examining bouncer-patron 
aggressive interactions, Graham and Homel (2012:150) propose that “aggression that 
arises from rule enforcement is between patrons and staff, while interventions in patron 
conflicts involve aggression between patrons with staff intervening as third-parties.” 
That is to say, the physical aggression of bouncers is associated with interactions in 
which they become involved as a direct conflict party. The evidence supporting this 
distinction is tentative, however, given that the authors only provide descriptive 
statistics suggesting that rule-enforcing bouncers are slightly more likely to be 
aggressive, compared to interactions where the bouncers intervene as a third-party. In 
our view, however, this interactional distinction between third-party intervention and 
direct involvement offers a promising framework that may explain when bouncers harm 
the patrons they are employed serve.  
The purpose of the current paper is to validate whether bouncers are indeed 
more likely to use violence in interactions where they are directly involved as a conflict 
party, compared to interactions where they remain in a third-party intervener role. This 
proposition resonates with Simmel’s (1950) view that “dyadic” and “triadic” interaction 
patterns generate different social outcomes (see also Black and Baumgartner 1983). 
More specifically, a third-party intervening into a conflict is often ascribed the role of 
neutral mediator, deescalating the affectively aroused conflict state: “A third mediating 
social element deprives conflicting claims of their affective qualities because it neutrally 
formulates and presents these claims to the two parties involved” (Simmel 1950:147). 
This insight, that the interactional structure may shape emotional dynamics and action 
tendencies, has been further developed by Kemper (1978; 1991). He suggests that 
emotions arise as power-status outcomes of social relations—with status loss instigating 
anger, which, in turn, may lead to physical aggression. Following this argument, we 
expect that bouncers will use physical aggression disproportionally more in cases of 
dyadic involvement, because the status and authority challenges inherent in such 
interactions may incite anger. 
To date, the scarcity of interactional research of bouncer violence relates to 
methodological limitations of the ethnographic and observational techniques commonly 
employed. When interactional dynamics are observed on-site in real-time, it is difficult 
to capture the sequential micro-details of the interaction (Collins 2008; Morrison et al. 
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2016). This limitation is noted in the bouncer literature (Graham et al. 2005), leading 
some scholars to advocate video-based observation as a more reliable method for 
analyzing real-life conflict interactions (Collins 2008; Levine, Taylor, and Best 2011; 
Lindegaard and Bernasco 2018). Videos allow researchers to view interaction sequences 
in slow motion, numerous times, and to compare their observations across researchers 
(Nassauer and Legewie 2018; Philpot, Liebst, Møller, Lindegaard, and Levine, 2019). 
Therefore, in the current study, we systematically observe, code, and analyze video 
recordings of naturally occurring conflicts with bouncers in public drinking settings. To 




Our data comprised of closed-circuit television (CCTV) footage of 
aggressive encounters involving bouncers, obtained from the Copenhagen Police 
Department (data and statistical script are available as supplementary materials at 
osf.io/mgfy4). Data collection began by inspecting all closed police cases of violence 
reported in the central police district of Copenhagen between 2010 and 2012 (N = 933). 
From this wider dataset, we identified 164 cases that contained video footage of the 
reported event. We then excluded clips that did not conform to the following two 
inclusion criteria: the clip shows face-to-face interactions between bouncers and bar 
patrons; and the footage has a technical quality that allows for systematic behavioral 
coding (see Nassauer and Legewie 2018). The final sample comprised of 28 cases. Data 
was coded by two student assistants in accordance with a detailed behavioral coding 
framework (see Eibl-Eibesfeldt 1989; Jones et al. 2016). To evaluate the reliability of 
the behavioral codes, the two raters independently coded all videos. We calculated 
Cohen’s Kappa coefficients to assess interrater agreement (Cohen 1960). Agreements 
were above the threshold of .61 indicating good reliability (Altman 1991). 
Measures. Bouncer physical aggression was measured as a binary variable 
where 1 = a bouncer in the situation performs at least one physically aggressive act, and 
0 = none of the bouncers present use physical aggression. Bouncer physical aggression 
included hits, kicks, slaps, excessively forceful pushes or grapples, as well as the 
damage of patron property (e.g., destruction of a patron’s phone). Note that this 
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definition does not include physical force that is proportionate to the situation at hand 
and that allows the bouncer to perform their occupational, placatory role (e.g., using 
appropriate physical force to eject an unruly patron or to pacify them).  
The interaction type was captured as a binary variable where 1 = one or 
several bouncers are directly involved in a conflict with one or more patrons (dyadic 
involvement), and 0 = the bouncer(s) only intervene in a conflict between patrons 
(triadic intervention). Conflict between patron(s) and bouncer(s) was identified from 
visual cues of a quarrel (e.g., aggressive gesturing, patron use of physical force) or from 
status challenges in which the patron undermines the rules upheld by the bouncer (e.g., 
sneaking behind the bouncer after having been refused entry). Situations where a 
bouncer initially intervened as a third-party and subsequently became a main conflict 
party were defined as dyadic involvement cases. In situations where bouncers 
performed physical aggression, the interaction type was measured immediately prior to 
any such act. This was done to avoid a simultaneity bias whereby the interaction type is 
defined by the succeeding physical aggressive action.  
Following Simmel (1950), and Kemper’s (1978) subsequent micro-
interactional theory of emotions, we expect that anger is the emotional mechanism that 
links status challenges in the dyadic interactions with aggressive reactions. To examine 
this proposition, we conducted a qualitative visual microanalysis of the violent cases, in 
order to identify bodily cues of anger. A commonly applied technique suggests that 
basic emotions (e.g., anger, fear) may be inferred from innate facial expressions (Ekman 
and Friesen 1975). CCTV footage, however, rarely has a resolution that allows 
identification of these facial micro-expressions. This visual shortcoming also applies to 
the current video data.  
Fortunately for the purpose of our research interest, recent evidence 
suggests that several human emotions are also expressed in whole-body postures (de 
Gelder 2009; Tracy and Matsumoto 2008), and these more coarse-grained emotional 
cues can be identified in CCTV footage. Specifically, Dael and colleagues (2012) show 
that hot anger is perceived to have a distinct expression profile, characterized by high 
rates of communicative and emphasizing gestures, combined with forward body 
inclination. Regarding the link between hot anger and physical aggression, they suggest 
that the “action tendency to attack, also typically associated to hot anger, seems to be 
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represented in the forward directed movement of the trunk or body” (Dael, Mortillaro, 
and Scherer 2012:13). Following these methodological suggestions, prior to the use of 




Across the interaction types, one out of four cases contained physical 
bouncer aggression. Physical aggression occurred in eight out of 11 dyadic involvement 
encounters (72.73%), while in zero out of 17 (0.0%) encounters that remained triadic 
interventions (see Table 1). A two-tailed Fischer’s exact test, suitable for small sample 
sizes (Agresti 2002), found the association between interaction type and physical 
aggression to be statistically significant (p < .001, Cramer’s V = 0.79), with a large 
effect size (Coolican 2017).  
 
Table 1 
Association between the bouncers’ use of physical aggression and interaction type 










% (0.0) (72.73) 
 







% (100.0) (27.27) 
Total # 17 11 
% (100) (100) 
    Note. N = 28.  
 
Next, using a Ragin’s (2000) Boolean approach tailored to small-N 
analyses, we assessed whether dyadic interaction was a “sufficient” or a “necessary” 
condition for bouncer aggression. Sufficiency may be established by examining whether 
all instances of dyadic interactions are followed by physical aggression—that is, a 
distribution in Table 1 where cell #4 is void of cases and cell #2 contains all cases. Data 
does not support that dyadic involvement is a sufficient condition for bouncer physical 
aggression. 
Further, we examined the dyadic interaction as a necessary condition for the 
outcome. To this end, we compared the distribution of aggressive cases across the two 
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interaction conditions: triadic intervention [cell #1] and dyadic involvement [cell #2]. A 
necessity explanation would entail that the physically aggressive cases are skewed in the 
direction of the dyadic involvement, with the strongest evidence showing no cases in 
cell #1. This necessity pattern corresponds to the distribution of the data: all instances of 
bouncer physical aggression occur in the dyadic involvement condition.  
 
Figure 1. Postural expression of bouncer 
anger prior to physical aggression. Outline 
drawn from CCTV image.  
 
In our theoretical framework, we expected that anger operates as an 
underpinning emotion linking interaction type with physically aggressive outcomes. In 
line with this this, we find visual evidence of anger cues in bouncer bodily postures 
immediately prior to physical aggression. Figure 1 illustrates one such posture—in this 
example, a bouncer retaliates using physical aggression towards a party of patrons who 
had attacked a fellow colleague. His whole-body posture shows all cues of hot anger 
identified by Deal and colleagues (2012): the bouncer shows emphasizing gestures 
combined with a forward body inclination and movement. Although similar anger 
bodily cues were observed across a number of the aggressive cases, we also identify 
other emotions and social processes. For example, in a case where a bouncer is cornered 
by two aggressive patrons, we do not identify cues of anger prior to the bouncer’s 
violent response. Rather, it appears that his reaction is an attempt to defend himself and 
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to fight himself out of his enclosure. This case highlights the broader point that the 




Following Graham and Homel’s (2012) original distinction between 
bouncer intervention and involvement and the theoretical perspectives of Simmel 
(1950) and Kemper (1978), we hypothesized that the type of bouncer-patron interaction 
is a key determinant of whether bouncers use physical aggression. Specifically, we 
expected aggression to be overrepresented in dyadic encounters in which bouncers are 
involved as a conflict party, compared to triadic interactions where they intervene 
purely as conflict moderators. The quantitative analysis confirmed this pattern, while 
further detailing that the dyadic involvement type of interaction is a necessary, although 
not a sufficient, condition for bouncer aggression. Overall, these findings are in line 
with the interpretation that the direct status challenge, notable in the dyadic encounters, 
instigates anger, which, in turn, may underpin the bouncers’ aggressive reactions (see 
Kemper 1978). This interpretation was further supported by the qualitative visual 
analysis, which identified cues of anger in the bouncers’ postures immediately prior to 
their physically aggressive actions. Taken together, these findings indicate that bouncers 
are not “essentially” aggressive, as commonly depicted (see Roberts 2009)—rather 
when violence does occur, it is conditioned on specific interactional structures. 
With no triadic interventions displaying bouncer physical aggression and 
with over one-quarter of the dyadic conflicts also remaining peaceful, we consider the 
plausible mechanisms that may inhibit the bouncer’s use of excessive force when 
interacting with patrons. First, bouncers may abstain from physically harming a patron 
to avoid subsequent legal and professional consequences. This cost-benefit explanation 
is commonly applied in criminological research to understand when perpetrators (e.g., 
robbers) strategically employ violence to obtain certain goals (Felson 2009; Liebst, 
Lindegaard, and Bernasco 2019). Second, inhibition of committing violence is in line 
with Collins’ (2008) proposition that humans find it difficult to inflict harm on others. 
Specifically, humans are evolutionarily predisposed to solidarity entrainment with 
others, and attempts to act violently against this innate inclination arouses unpleasant 
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feelings of confrontational tension/fear that keep violence at bay (see also Heinskou and 
Liebst 2016).  
Third, the absence of bouncer aggression may be attributed to cultural 
expectations for emotional self-presentation in occupational settings (Goffman 1956, 
Hochschild 1983). Following this argument, scholars have suggested that some work 
situations, the bouncer profession included, require that the worker maintains an 
“emotional neutrality” (Ward and McMurray 2015). This may further reflect a growing 
“ethos of professionalism” in contemporary society (King 2013), by which the 
traditional masculine role is superseded by an appreciation for expertise and 
responsibility taking. King (2013) has recently documented this development among 
contemporary combat soldiers, and the bouncer profession is likely following a similar 
trajectory (see also Burrell and Erol 2009). The recent implementation of mandatory 
courses and required background checks for bouncer employment speaks in favor of this 
(Babor et al. 2010).  
A novel contribution of the present study is the use of video data to observe 
and analyze naturally occurring behavior of bouncers. Similar to naturalistic on-site 
observations, which have found wide use within the existing bouncer literature 
(Geoffrion et al. 2017; Graham et al. 2006b), video-based observations allow 
researchers to document the violent behavior as it actually happened (Collins 2008). 
Yet, video-based observation has several important advantages over on-site observation, 
especially in overcoming issues of reliability. These problems include a high number of 
missing values, low interrater reliability scores, and an inability to reliably capture 
interactional sequences (Philpot et al. 2019). 
Notwithstanding the advantages, video observation also entails 
methodological challenges. CCTV footage rarely includes sound and hence offers no 
direct information about what people are saying to one another. In the current study, we 
were therefore restricted to a purely physical definition of aggression—that is, in 
contrast to Graham et al. (2005), whose application of on-site naturalistic observations 
allowed them to code aggression from both physical and verbal cues. Another key 
limitation, shared with on-site observation, is that CCTV footage provides limited 
information about the social characteristics of the participating individuals or their 
subjective experiences and motivations. To overcome this limitation, researchers could 
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triangulate video data analysis with other types of data and methods, such as 
ethnography, interviews, or document analysis of police-case files (see Liebst, 
Heinskou, and Ejbye-Ernst 2018).  
Further, video data is often collected via non-probability sampling methods, 
questioning the generalizability of findings and estimated results (Lindegaard and 
Bernasco 2018; Philpot, Liebst, Møller, Lindegaard, and Levine, 2019). This is also a 
limitation of our data, which was collected as a convenience sample from closed police 
case files. As such, data is skewed towards more severe cases and may, in part, be 
selected on the dependent variable, i.e., reported violence committed by a bouncer 
(Geddes 1990). Given this potential bias, it is likely that we overestimate how 
frequently bouncers use violence, as those conflicts where bouncers are involved, but do 
not use violence, are unlikely to be police reported. Counter-balancing this potential 
overestimation, bouncers may sometimes use “techniques of evasion” in order to avoid 
legal sanctions when acting excessively aggressive (Monaghan 2002). It is therefore 
plausible that bouncers may destroy incriminating CCTV footage or deliberately 
operate in the blind angles of the cameras. However, it is our impression, after reading 
numerous police case files with accused and convicted bouncers, that reports of such 
evasion techniques are rare. 
Finally, video data of crime events may be difficult to collect in large 
quantities, which when combined with stringent video content and quality exclusion 
criteria often results in small sample sizes (see e.g., Nassauer 2018; Levine et al. 2011; 
Philpot, Liebst, Levine, Bernasco and Lindegaard, 2019). The current study is not 
exempt from these challenges and, as such, the validity of our results stems from the 
information richness of the observations rather than from the quantitative size of the 
sample (Ragin 2000).  
A broader and more conceptual limitation of the current study is our simple 
behavioral definition of physical aggression did not always overlay with the more 
complex behaviors observed in the footage. An illustrative example was a situation 
where a bouncer performed a forceful yet pacifying headlock on a bar patron, who did 
not fully co-operate. We did not categorize this act as physically aggressive, as it 
appeared proportionate in relation to the seriousness of the incident—however, this case 
demonstrates that the behavioral distinction between placatory and excessive force is 
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often not clear-cut. Taken together, however, we should stress that the overall results are 
robust regardless of whether the few fuzzy cases are coded as physical aggression or 
not. 
Previous research has identified bouncer presence as a situational risk factor 
for aggression in the night-time economy (Roberts 2009). However, by focusing on the 
presence or absence of persons, such situational approach, paradoxically, tends to 
default back to a person-based explanation. This tells very little about what happens 
within the situation itself, including, in particular, the interactional dynamics between 
the bouncers and patrons when aggression occurs. It should be stressed, however, that a 
situational analysis of interactional processes should not fetishized to the point where 
the person-based explanations of bouncer violence are denied (see Smith 2015; Swann 
and Jetten 2017; Wieviorka 2014). Such a view would neglect individual-level evidence 
relevant for bouncer studies, for example, findings suggesting that individuals with a 
more pronounced “culture of honor” tend to react more aggressively to interpersonal 
insults (Cohen et al. 1996; Saucier et al. 2018). Going forward, the most fruitful 
approach would be a synthesis of these insights into a multi-level theory of bouncer 
aggression and violence, acknowledging the interplay of personal properties and 
situational forces (see Fleeson and Noftle 2008). 
Finally, our findings suggest that the bouncers’ interactional routines should 
be included as a measure in situational crime prevention initiatives in the night-time 
economy. Overall, we recommend that bars and clubs organize their work routines in a 
manner that allows bouncers to intervene as third-party mediators, while minimizing 
direct conflict involvement and rule-enforcement activities (see Graham and Homel 
2012). As such, bouncers should be available as a third-party response team, to 
intervene when a patron-to-patron conflict emerges. This is in line with previous 
recommendations that bouncers should avoid patrolling bars (Hauritz et al. 1998). To 
facilitate this, we further recommend supporting communication infrastructures where 
operatives from CCTV monitoring rooms and bar staff on the ground may call for 
bouncers when intervention is required. This would minimize bouncer presence in the 
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